Due to the massive urbanization during the second half of the 20th century, rural areas have undergone major structural changes defined by the migration of villagers to cities (implicitly the depopulation of villages), the introduction of new techniques and technologies for working the land and infrastructure developments. In order to call public attention upon these problems and in the attempt to rehabilitate rural areas, more intensive exploitation of tourism resources has taken place. Tourist resources are the elements referring to the social, cultural, historical, human and natural specifics of a country. In rural tourism, travelers take part in the activities, lifestyle and traditions of rural communities, and in this manner they benefit from an entirely personalized experience. They usually rent rural accommodation, which they can combine with rural activities and attractions (recreational and fun). Rural tourism is defined as all rural tourism activities, primarily agrotourism boarding houses and farms, but also small restaurants and hotels or other accommodation. However, there are countries that classify any activity undertaken outside the city as rural tourism. Research in the field of rural tourism development favors the creation of so-called integrated rural tourism (at both the theoretical and practical level) for the exploitation of underdeveloped regions, creating strong links between the social, cultural, economic and environmental resources. The aim of the present study is to evaluate the level of rural tourism in Romania by means of econometric methods and establish means of aligning the Romanian rural tourism product to international standards. One of the main conclusions the present study draws that is tourism is an important economic segment of sustainable development and is also a key component in the formation of the country image at regional and international level.
Introduction
Due to its geographical position and its rich history, Romania has a tremendous touristic potential especially in the area of rural tourism. Its beautiful mountains and its extensive beaches which open towards the Black Sea, as well as the cultural heritage of its numerous villages which has been preserved by local communities have transformed Romania into the preferred destination for rural tourism in Europe (Avram, 2017) . In recent years, the interest towards touristic attractions from rural areas in Romania has received a consistent boost from the coverage in international press concerning the activities performed by the Prince of Wales in Covasna where he bought and refurbished an old Romanian guesthouse and opened it to the tourists. Besides the significant support offered by Prince Charles for the development of rural tourism in Transylvania, Romania also benefited from the international exposure generated by the fact that numerous TV series such as Top Gear or Bear Grylls chose to film segments in rural Romanian areas. In addition, the documentary series Wild Carpathia created by the British journalist Charlie Otley helped reinforce the idea that the natural patrimony from Transylvania, Bucovina and Moldavia deserve international attention. As a result, Romania has become an attractive destination for international tourists looking for authentic rural experiences and for locations that are less popular and less populated by other tourists.
Literature Review
Due to the massive urbanization of the second half of the twentieth century, which is still ongoing, the rural areas have undergone major structural changes defined by the migration of the villagers to the cities (implicitly the depopulation of villages), the introduction of new techniques and technologies for working the of land and infrastructure development. In order to draw attention to these problems and in the attempt to rehabilitate the rural areas, it was proceeded to the more intensive exploitation of the tourist resources (the tourist resources are the elements that refer to the social, cultural, historical, human and natural characteristics of a country). With the scale of the Internet of Things movement and the new context of digitalization, consumers have become much more informed and demanding compared to the period before the digital boom. Thus, there has been a paradigm shift from the simple purchase of products or services to the acquisition of the most authentic and personalized experiences (Roberts et al., 2017) .
In rural tourism, travelers take part in the activities, lifestyle and traditions of rural communities and in this way benefit from a completely personalized experience (Dorobantu et al., 2012) . They usually rent rural accommodation that they can combine with activities and attractions in the countryside (recreational and entertainment). Rural tourism is defined as being represented by all the tourism activities carried out in the rural area, firstly the pensions and agro-tourism farms, but also the small restaurants and hotels or other forms of accommodation (Roberts et al., 2017) . However, there are countries that classify as any rural activity any activity undertaken outside the city.
At the level of Romania, in 2016 the value of rural tourism reached 290 million euros, accounting for 18.46% of the country's total; in relation to the income and expenses generated by this activity, there is a positive difference of the income towards the expenses (Stoican and Camarda, 2018) . Thus, tourism is an important segment of sustainable development of the economy, also representing a key component in the formation of the country image at regional and international level (Dorobantu and Nistoreanu, 2012) . In order to increase the competitiveness of the foreign tourism market, the Romanian tourism product must be aligned with international standards (Roman, 2009) . Moreover, rural tourism can be used as a tool to differentiate products in stagnant areas (Kantar and Svržnjak, 2017) .
The researches carried out in the field of rural tourism development militate for the creation of the so-called integrated rural tourism (both at the theoretical and practical level) for the exploitation of the underdeveloped regions creating strong links (networks) between their social, cultural, economic and environmental resources (Saxena et al., 2007) . The notion also aims to open up practical ways of thinking about improving the links between tourism and resources, activities, products and local and regional communities in light of the dynamic trends in tourism demand. For example, the newest concern at European Union level, within the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (2017) , is to support the rural tourism infrastructure through programs in which entrepreneurs from rural businesses, farmers, landowners, charities and organizations public can apply for grants of up to 40,000 euros for projects that contribute to improving the rural tourism offer by providing new goods and services and viable infrastructure However, Romania still has a long way to go before reaching its true potential in the area of rural tourism. This is reflected in the poor contribution of the entire tourism sector to Romanian GDP was around 1.4% in 2018, which is still below the average global level of 3% ("Turismul romanesc", 2018) and the fact that a large proportion of tourists still prefer urban areas (approximately 70% of incoming tourists) (Anghelache, Anghel & Samson, 2018) . According to the president of ANTREC (The National Association for Rural Tourism in Romania), the main barriers to growth are related to the poor collaboration between rural guesthouses and tourism agencies because these companies prefer to work with entities that have a larger number of available places and because the timing of the local festivals is not fully establish and they cannot effectively advertise these touristic opportunities (Matei, 2018) . In addition, rural guesthouses suffer from a lack of trained workforce and because their offers are not promoted through specialized websites due to the fact that the employees lack the necessary digital skills (Matei, 2018) .
In spite of these setbacks, the most recent statistics show a growth in the number of agritourist guesthouses and an increase in the number of guests and the number of nights spent in Romania, which is a sign that the rural tourism sector is moving towards the achievement of its true potential (Anghelache et al., 2018) . In fact, the reality might be better than reflected by national statistics, because these record data on the number of economic entities and tourists based on a classification which makes it difficult to truly estimate the size of rural tourism in Romania: seaside resorts, mountain resorts, balneal resorts, Danube Delta and large cities. This is also true of statistics at the European Union level which do not measure specifically the evolution of rural tourism, instead focusing on other means of classification (Avram, 2017) .
In light of this, the present paper aims to explore the development of rural tourism based on the latest statistics provided by the Romanian Ministry of Tourism related to the number and capacity of all accredited tourism lodgings in the country. Based on this data, the paper will establish the level of development of rural tourism for each county and then to explore the influence of the factors most likely to have impacted this level of development (e.g., size of the county, number of residents in urban and rural areas, county GDP, the level of the average net salary in the county etc.).
Factors contributing to the development of rural tourism
With regards to economic factors, two aspects seem to us to be of greater importance, namely: personal or family income and the fees charged for tourism and agrotourism services. It is relatively easy to imagine the intensification of the tourist circulation as the incomes increase and reach to exceed that critical level until the financial means available in a household are totally dominated by the need to satisfy the basic consumption requirements, such as food, clothing long-term industrial products, etc. Regarding the tariffs, it is clear that they can have an inhibiting effect if they will increase or favor the tourist flows if they decrease (Sumantra and Yuesti, 2018) .
Psychological factors are the most difficult to estimate because they express very different individualized preferences. In this case, we are confronted with that tourist motivation, that is, the one that causes the man to move from his place of residence to another locality or geographical area.
The demographic factors can cause a complex of positive effects on the main tourist currents, as a result of the population growth, of the changes made in the age structure and the professional structure, to increase the urban population. From now on, the so-called "civilization of free time" has started to take on unexpected dimensions, raising a lot of economic and social aspects. A phenomenon that is becoming increasingly important in the evolution of tourism is the entry into the tourist circuits of new age groups -young and old.
On the other hand, the natural factors hold an extremely important place in the choice of routes, stopping places and length of stay. In this sense, we cannot ignore the fact that we prefer the coast or the mountain, we prefer the sunny area, or we will practice winter sports.
Additionally, conjectural factors usually have a temporary effect on the tourist expansion to certain geographical areas or regions. Among these factors we mention the inflationary phenomenon, the economic crises, the proportions of unemployment, and changes in the currency system, the energy crisis (Gabriel, 2013) .
Furthermore, from the combined analysis of all these factors and from following the evolution of the rural tourism so far, especially in the mountain areas, there are some tendencies characteristic of the tourist flows, namely:
1. the trend of continuous upward development, which seems to be long-term; 2. the tendency of continuous diversification of the tourist demand as a consequence of the motivation of the tourists, of the modifications made in the age categories and of the transformation of the tourism, sometimes, in a mass phenomenon; 3. recording significant differences in the tourist circulation from one area to another; 4. the tendency of the increase of the expenses for the tourist services in the total of the family budgets, as the incomes of the population increase, the gross domestic product per inhabitant and the level of economic development; 5. increasing the duration and distance for which a trip is made, as a result of the development of transport and infrastructure.
Methodology
The present paper investigates the concept of rural tourism in general and in Romania, first by means of literature review that embodies half of the mixed method research methodology: the qualitative approach. Whereas in the second part of the paper, the research shifts to quantitative approach and investigates the factors influencing rural tourism in Romania and its evolution by resorting to stepwise linear regression analysis. The data used in this research is mainly secondary coming from statistics developed by Romanian entities responsible with tourism.
Research results and discussion
Since 2000, rural tourism, measured through the evolution of the number and guests received by agritourist guesthouses in Romania, has been in a constant state of development. As shown in table 1, in 2000, Romania had only 400 agritourist guesthouses which housed only 28200 tourists annually. However, by the end of 2017, Romania had Similarly, the number of tourists housed by agritourist guesthouses in Romania has increased from a mere 28200 in 2000 to more than 1 million in 2017. Table 4 can be very easily considered in conjunction with Figures 1 and 2 , that emphasises the intensity of rural tourism based on the number of available places. Most of the counties of the contry have fewer than 1000 places available for accommodating tourist, whereas, for example, counties such as Bihor, Brasov, Tulcea and Suceava ensure between 6001-20000.
Figure 1. Intensity of rural tourism based on number of available places
Source: Author's own design based on statistics from the Ministry of Tourism.
This map depicts some of the European funds for the development of rural tourism. It translates Tulcea, and the others have attracted funds for infrastructure development. This is factor that could explain why certain counties are better at this chapter as compared to the others. Besides, there are also some environmental factors -Tulcea has the Danube Delta, Brasov has a large array of the Carpathian mountains making it a clear attraction for hickers and mountain passionates. Bistrita Nasaud (cultural factors prevail), Cluj, Suceava (part of Bucovina, traditions, arts and crafts prevail) and Brasov score highest in terms of total number of actions per country and moreover they display a predominant recreational infrastructure and touristic accommodation. The research took into consideration several factors -the surface of the county, number of inhaboitants in the rural/urban area, PIB per county 2018 and net salary 2018; the number of inhabitants in the rural areas and the salary were not correlted with any of the other variables thefore they were discaarded from the analysis. The remainder of the variables were used in order to build the regression.
For the number of structures in rural areas, the results of the stepwise linear regression revealed that the best predictors are the surface area of the county and the GDP per capita at the level of the county:
Number of structures = -277.739 + 0.038*surface + 25.189* GDP per capita Similar results were obtained for the number of places in touristic accommodations found in rural areas. The results of the stepwise linear regression revealed the best predictors to be also the surface area of the county and the county's GDP per capita:
Number of places = -8402.242 + 0.779*surface + 859.681* GDP per capita 
Conclusion
All in all, Romania still has a long way to go before reaching its true potential in the area of rural tourism. This is reflected in the, not necessarily significant contribution of the entire tourism sector to Romanian GDP which was around 1.4% in 2018, which is still below the global average level of 3% and the fact that a large proportion of tourists still prefer urban areas (approximately 70% of incoming tourists), according to our investigation. In spite of these setbacks, the most recent statistics show a growth in the number of agritourist guesthouses and an increase in the number of guests and the number of nights spent in Romania, which is a sign that the rural tourism sector is moving towards the achievement of its true potential. Rural tourism is defined as all rural tourism activities, primarily agrotourism boarding houses and farms, but also small restaurants and hotels or other accommodation. However, there are countries that classify any activity undertaken outside the city as rural tourism. Research in the field of rural tourism development favors the creation of so-called integrated rural tourism (at both the theoretical and practical level) for the exploitation of underdeveloped regions, creating strong links between the social, cultural, economic and environmental resources. Our main findings were related to the number of structures in rural areas which were investigated by means stepwise linear regression. The results revealed that the best predictors are the surface area of the county and the GDP per capita at the level of the county.
